
Reyun.d the 
The Bicameral Brain 
Most important brain functions 
are bilateral, ie they are performed inBicam.erall Mind 
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What is consciousness? Normally, apropertyoflanguage, and ifconscious
we associate it with learning, purposeful ness is the invention ofan analog world 
behaviour and the evolution of the based on language, then consciousness 
higher primates. It happens inside 
our heads when we are thinking or 
making decisions. Jaynes dis
misses all this and concludes that 
consciousness is not what we 
generally think it is. It is nol in
volved in learning or performing 
skills. It is not necessary for mak
ing judgements and has no loca
tion except an imaginary one. 

Consciousness is an opera
lion, not a function, the invention 
of an analog world tbat parallels 
the real world in the same way a 
map relates to the area it depicts. 
Consciousness creates this analog 
world only from objectively of).. 
servable things and does this by 
using metaphors to designate or 
describe things for which words 
are not available. We 'scc' the 
solutions and have 'viewpoints'; 
minds are 'broad', 'open', 'deep' 
or 'narrow'; we can 'hold' some
thing in our mind or have it at the 
'back' or 'out' of our minds. 
These are all metaphors. must have become part of human 

Similarly, we describe the world in evolution after language. Jaynes' radi
metaphorical terms. For Jaynes con cal view is that consciousness is of a 
sciousness is, in fact, a metaphor-gener much more recent origin than we like to 
ated model of the world. But metaphoris believe. 

both the right and left sides of the brain. 
The exception is language; all our 
speech areas are on the left side. There 
are three speech areas in the left hemi
sphere and they have different functions 
and values. Two are concerned chiefly 
with articulation, and vocabulary and 
grammar respectively. The third is 
known as Wernicke's area and is iIi
volved with syntax, meaning and under
standing speech. 

But language is probably the most 
important of the skills that distinguish 
the human species. It has always been 
thebasis ofsocial interaction for human
ity, both today and during the post-gla
cial millenia of the past. Why is lan
guage not represented in both hemi
spheres? The physical, 'neurological' 
structure necessary for language exists 

in the right side; children with 
left side lesions (damage) to 
Wernicke's area transfer the 
speech mechanism to the right 
side, thus nolbecoming speech
less. 

What is, or was, the function 
of the right hemisphere areas 
that correspond to the speech 
areas of the left side, is the foun
dation of Jaynes' theory. These 
areas have "seemingly no easily 
discernible function", known 
from cases where due to injury 
or illness, large amounts of tis
sue have been removed from the 
right side with "surprisingly 
little deficit in mental function". 
The brain may have two hemi
spheres, ie bicameral, but one 
seems relatively less essential 
unless the silent 'speech' areas 
of the right side had some func
tion in the past. 

This function must have 
been important enough to stop 

right side development as an auxiliary 
speech area. In humanity's early history 
the right side of the brain was used for 
something even more basic than the ar
ticulate speech of language, that pre
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eluded such development Julian Jaynes 
believes that the right hemisphere was 
left free to listen to the language of the 
gods. These gods were, according to 
Jaynes, hallucinatory mental voices 
sometimes 'heard' by more than one 
individual at the same time. 

The 'voices' and 'speech of the 
gods' were organised in the right area 
that corresponds to Wemicke's area on 
the left, and could have been transmitted 
to the articulate right across the conneet
ing neural pathway. Stimulating the 
right side induces auditory and some
times visual hallucinations in people 
they hear voices that often command or 
admonish them. Often the experiences 
arc remembered as an actual event, 
where the person hearing the voices was 
passively acted upon. The significant 
point is the '.otherness' of such experi
ences, not the actions or words that are 
heard. 

Modem clinical testing provides 
some support for this hypothesis. It has 
been shown that both sides of the brain 
can understand language and that, under 
certain conditions, the two sides can act 
independently. Differences in cognitive 
function today echo the differences of 
function between humans and gods in 
the past. Forearly civiliscd man the gods 
were responsible for guiding and plan
ning action, they sorted all( andcalcgQ
rised events and direeted humanityinits 
efforts. From what we know of early 
civilisations mankind lived, behaved 
and thought very differently from our 
modem experience. 

The Bicameral Mind 
Bicameral humanity had. mind that 
was notjust physically dividedinto two. 
buthad one half thatcommunicated with 
people while the other half relayed the 
information of the individual's bicam
eral voice, or god. "At one time human 
nature was split in two, an executive part 
called a god, and a followerpatt called a 
man. Neither part was conscious. This is 
almost incomprehensible to us.· j (p 84) 

When Jaynes describes bicameral 
mind as nonconconscious. he is talking 
about the language-based, metaphor

through a sillUU..ion and to 
anticipate likely outcomes, , WAN' youbicameral humanity de
pended on voices to guide \0 60 OUi 
them. Jaynes likens it to + ~ 1t:K:.fV'INA1f ....J: 
driving a car - while en ,1}W~f (jUYS··~ J{~~~Jgaged in hand, foot and 
head behaviour, one's con
sciousness is usually en
gaged in something else. 
There is a "reciprocity of 
stimulation" in one's rela
tion to the world, a smooth 
interchange of action and 
reaction that is only inter
rupted when a new situ
ation occurs. 

When we're confronted 
with something new we as
scss its implications using 
our lifetime's experience. 
When bicameral humans 
had to make a decision they 
relied on the bicameral 
voice which came and 
"with the stored up ad

01-/ GOD ... I-lf(tmOnitory wisdom ofhis life 
WE- Go (.t(,AINwould tell him noncon


sciously what to do." (p85)
 
In one's normal day-to-day activities, novelty. To each individual the voices
 
where what is to be done has been must have seemed omnipotent and
 
learned -like driving a car or ploughing omniscient, commanding obedience.
 
a field -such instruction is notnecessary. Because most ofour Iives arc routine
 

The language of the earliest surviv and because obedience is the basis of 
ing writings depicts this state of mind: social organisation, Jaynes believes that 
'god' spoke to Moses, Athena made the civilization without consciousness is 
decision for Achilles on the beach be possible. More than that, hebelieves that 
fore Troy. In both cases the voice ap there is good evidence for the existence 
peared as a grey mist. While we describe of the bicameral mind left to us from the 
these as hallucinations, to bicameral earliest civilizations. The first records, 
humans I.be voice had to be obeyed with dating from around 3000BCE, are im
omquestioning or doubt. To hear was to possible to translate exactly becausc 
obey (as many Cpsychotics' do, auditory they arc hieroglyphics and cuneiform. 
hallucinations also being common in The oldest writing that we can translate 
schitzophrenics) because the command with reasonable certninty is the epic 
and the action were not separated in the history of the Greeks and the Trojans. 
bicameral mind. One side 'spoke' to the Occurring sometime in the thirtecnth 
other and events then took their course. century BCE and written down around 

What caused the bicameral voices? 850-900BCE this story, known as the 
Jaynes suggests it was stress. Bicameral Iliad, is attributed to Homer although 
people had a much lower stress thresh written by a suceession of bards (poets). 
old than modem humans and anything Jaynes regards this as a psychological 
that required a decision of any sort was document of immense importance and 
sufficient to causean auditory hallucina asks "What is mind in the Iliad?...The 
tion. Out of decision/stress would come answer is disturbingly interesting. There 

generated analog that he calls con a divine voice that made the choice or is in general no consciousness in the 
sciousness. Lacking the ability to think resolved any conflict between habit and Iliad'~ (p.69) - no mind, no soul or will, 
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andno subjectiveeonsciousness orwords for 
it. 

Toothers aperson would appcarto be the 
cause of theirbehaviour,butnot to the person 
themselves. Agamemnon says to Achilles 
"What could I do? The gods always have 
their way" and Achilles accepts this explana
tion without question. What we describe as 
hallucinations directed the Trojan War, 
which was fought by "noble automatons" 
who knew not what they did. They were 
humans without an internal mind-space to 
introspect upon. Planning and organisation 
occurred without any consciousness and was 
then 'told' to the individual in their familiar 
language. The earliest writing in a language 
we can comprehend reveals a very different 
mentality from our own. The mentality de
picted in this fragment ofthe Myccnean Age 
is called by Jaynes thebicameralmind,lack
ing the subjective analog he calls conscious
ness. 

The Bicameral World 
The Iliad is a window into unsubjec
tive times, written during the great change 
from the bicameral to the conscious mind. It 
portrays a world of kingdoms centred on 
royal palaces, strictly hierarchical in struc
ture and supported by agriculture. It was the 
age of the great empires of the Nile and 
Tigris-Euphrates rivers. 

Jaynes argues that a rapid transformation 
from gathering to agriculture, about 
9,OOOBCE, its spread around the eastern 
Mediterranean and the growth of empires 
after5,OOOBCE were due to the operation of 
the bicameralmind. The bicameral mind was 
a fonn ofsocial control that allowed human
ity to develop large communities - it 
"evolved as a final stage of the evolution of 
language. And in this development lies the 
origin ofcivilization" (p 126). 

From fossil evidence we know that the 
brain sizeofearly man grew wlth llStonishing 
rapidity after25,000 BCE. Artic;\datc speech 
had started and was beeoming unilateral in 
the brain as, under the pressure of enduring 
tasks, verbal hallucinations evolved through 
natural selection as a method ofbehavioural 
control. They were necessary for the conti
nuity of the tribal group. 

The significance of the beginning of 
language is that it allowed the chief, or king, 
to exercise control and to keep his people at 
their task. As small tribal villages grew into 
agricultural towns, auditory hallucinations 
developed from a fonn of behavioural con
trol into the basis of social control. This was 
a result of the association of the voice with 
the person of the king. 

If stress is the cause of hallucinations, 
thenthedeathofthe.kmgwoUld~mQfCthan  

enough to ~rigger  his.haUucinated voice. The 
house of the dead man, whose voice still 
ruled, wO\lld be regarded as special. He had 
become a god-king and his house a temple, 
often with his remains inside - the source of 
the hallucinated commands that maintained 
the cohesionofthe group.Theking's succes
sor may have been buried in the same god 
house, as at Eynan (about 9,000 BCE in 
Mesopotamia), suggesting that the halluci
nated voice of the old king became fused 
with the voice of the new. Was this the 
beginning of the Osiris myth that was so 
powerful in Egypt. 

Ancientcivilizations of theMiddle East, 
Central and South America built cities 
centred on huge monuments to the dead who 
were called 'gods'. In these temples, idols 
became increasingly conunon - during the 
7th and 6th millenia BCE, progressing from 
extremely primitive figurines to large stat
ues, ottenwith exaggerated eyes. Bicameral 
humans believed that these idols spoke to 
them - as the Incas explained to the Spanish 
in what was pos
sibly one (If the 
few confronta
tions between 
subjective and 
bicameral 
minds. 

By the third 
millenium BCE, 
writing had de
veloped from 
pictures ofvisual 
events to sym
bols of phonetic 
events, with 
hciroglyphics 
and the more 
Widespread cu
neiform falling 
between these lwae"l(tremes.AlthOUElnn:fl;St 
of the wonts Can belrlll1ll~ti:d, being mven
tories or lists, abstract terms allow different 
interpretations, depending on context and 
translator. But we know enough about early 
Mesopotamian kingdoms tobe sure that they 
were Theocracies, ruled by priests under the 
king who was the first deputy of each city's 
god. 

Large structures, like ziggurats, housing 
the statue of the god, are common to most 
bicameral kingdoms. The inscriptions on 
these monuments tell of the god as com
mander, counsellor, decision-maker and of 
the elaborate rituals for feeding, clothing and 
washing the statue. The king was the man
ager and caretaker of the god's lands. In 

Mesopotamia in the basin of the Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers, the Sumerian, Babylo
nian, Aramean, Akkadian and Hittite em
pires distinguished between their living king 
and their god, although the ldn~  became 
divine after death. This was not the case in. 
Egypt. During the long period of the Egyp
tian dynasties, each king was Horus in life 
and became Osiris after death, the voiee of 
his father guiding him through the genera
tions. Intermediaries between the king and 
those carrying out his orders heard the voice 
of the living king, not of his father. 

As the bicameral world became more 
complex, the number of voices used by the 
Egyptian Pharaoh to his courtiers inereasc:d 
one text from 1,500BCE specifying 14. 

Over the long millenia down to the 2nd 
millenium BCE,humanity acquired civiliza
tion. With astonishing consisteney, from 
Egypt to Peru, Greece to Mexico, theseearly 
civilizations developed burial rites, idolatry 
and divine govemmenL Their sculptures 
share the image of the god touching the king 
on his left side. Bicameral kingdoms were 
organised around a large central worship-

ping-place where the king received guidance 
from the god, in the form of a statue, WI he 
passed on and repeated in his voice, halluci
nated in the minds of the people. 

Bicameral humans had two separately 
integrated organisations in the nervous sys
tem - one in left hemisphere thai was articu
late, the one on the right composing what to 
say. Neither side was 'conscious' in our 
sense. Bicameral civilization was founded 
on obedience to the gods of one's city and 
was therefore politically stable (despite the 
regularity ofwars between cities andempires 
there were few internal power struggles). 
The bicameral mind accepted the authority 
of the gods and, with no subjective sense of 
purpose, the hierarchy that served thcm. 
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The Breakdown
 
During the second millenia BCE, the long 
development of the bicameral world was 
shaken. As cities grew larger and society 
more complex, bicameral control by the 
hierarchy would become more and more 
difficult. Bicameral theocracies could be 
subject to sudden collapse. But the nature of 
the second millenium, characterised by war, 
national migrations and natural catastrophes 
put extreme pressure on the elaborate struc
tures of the bicameral mind. 

Also, the success of writing showed the 
limitations of the gods. Auditory hallucina
tions could not be ignored, but instructions 
given from writing are avoidable. Writing 
meant "the word of a god had a controllable 
location rather than an ubiquitous power 
with immediate obedience" (p 208). Jaynes 
thinks the increasing use of written com
mands led to a reduction in the auditory 
hallucinatory control of the bicameral mind. 

More importantly, in social chaos the 
gods could not usefully tell you what to do. 
Whenconfronted with events orpeoplefrom 
outside the collective experience bicameral 
reliance on mental voices was a l~abititY,  if 
Jaynes' description of the second millenia is 
correct. "Heavy laden with profound and ir~  
reversible changes, vast geologieal catastro
phes occurred. Civilizations perished, Half 
the world's population became refugees. 
And wars ..... (p 209) Sometime between the 
second millenium BCE and 1,200 BCE the 
whole of the Mediterranean region suffered 
universal calamity of enormous magnitude. 

The cause of the catastrophe Jaynes at
tributes to the eruption of the volcano Thera 
(or Santorini), north ofCrete. Large areas of 
land collapsed under the Aegean Sea, pum
ice and ash covered what was left of Th 
and ahuge tidal wave smashed the bicameral 
kingdoms into history. Whether one or a 
series oferuptions, it set offhugemovements 
ofpeople and invasions which destroyed the 
Hittite and Mycenean empires and "threw 
the world into a dark ages within which came 
the dawn of consciousness" (p 209). The 
breakdown of the bicameralmind came with 
the chaos of historical upheaval. 1bree cul
tures left records of the breakdown. 

In Greece and Mesopotamia, the cultural 
norm underwent a transformation that was 
documented. In Mesopotamia the Assyrians 
constantly bemoaned the fact that their gods 
had left them. All kinds of divination flour
ished, with incantations and omens for eve
rything in aworld believed to be darkened by 
hostile demons. The benign bicameral gods 
had be-e.n lost, replaced by deep uncertainty. 

Forover a thousand yC8l't, Or
llCles were the method for 
mAking important d~ions_.  

Greece is so important be
causeorlhc understanding we 
have of its language. When 
Jaynes claims that there is 'no 
mind'inthelliad,hetranslates 
various words as parts of the 
body instead of as 'mind' or 
'spirit'. From text to text after 
800BCE the meaning of those 
words changes. Usageofsome 
words declines, while others 
increase. Physical sensations 
become mental sensations. In 
the sixth century BCE Solon 
ofAthens wrote his famous in
junction "Know Thyself", 
which would have been in
comprehensible to abicameral 
human. Suddenly, we are in 
the modem, subjective ag 
which has inherited from thi 
first humans who sought to 
explain conscious experience 
the division between mind and 
body. 

The UUrd piwc of histori
cal evidc:tiee is the: Old Tegta
'ment, which is "in its grand 
overall contour the description 
of the loss of the bicamcral11'1ind md its re
placement by subjectivity over the first 
milleniumBCE"(p294), [tis lhc.story of the 
refugees known as KhabinllO lheB~byloni
ans and as Hebrews lo us, of thc.slow TCb'eat 

, into silence of lhe remaining voices (proph
etS) and the subsequ.entchaos. and violence. 
Out of this came the considered subjective 
tlloughlofmoral teachers, who debated with 
lhcirgod and sought wisdom in their study of 
LIte IIlW. By400BCE, bicameralprophecy, so 
.important in the early books of the Old Tes
tament, has disappeared. 

Consciousness, with its characteristics 
of mind-space, self reference and narraIlsll
tion (visualising the story ofone's life), with 
its subjectiveuncertainties, developcd.as the 
divine bicameral voices withdrew. Over the 
fast millenium B(:E they disappeared into 
the skies that were now thehome of the gods. 
Since then, humanity's history has been that 
of the rise of consciousness. 

•
 
Jaynes says his theory began as an 

"impulse to discover the souree of 
consciousness" (p 446). He divides human 
history into four periods; the second 
milleniurit BCE when the voiCj:S orthe gods 
withdrew; in the first milleniumBCEthe few 

who still heard the voices (prophets, priests 
and oracles) died away; during the fast 
millenium CE, the sayings and hearings 
preserved in sacred text were obeyed; in the 
2nd millenium CE, those writings lose their 
authority as the scientifie revolution pro
gresses. At the end of the 2ndmillen\umour 
problem is to become our own auihorisation, 
to let the dead king die as we enler the third 
mil1cn.ium.However, we "are still, in asense, 
deep in this transition to anew mentality and 
all ab!Jut us lie the remnants of our recent 
bicameral past. We have our houses ofgods, 
whieh record our births, define us, marry us, 
and bury us, receive our confessions and 
intercede with the gods to forgive us our 
trespasses.. Our laws are based on values 
which, without their divine pendaney, would 
be empty and unenforceable. Our national 
mottoes and hymns ofsta te are usually divine 
invocations. Our kings, presidents. judges 
and officers begin their tenures with oaths to 
the now-silent deities taken upon the writ
ings of those who have last heard them" 

(p 317). 
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